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	幸福如今是一種時尚。但我們是否應當接受這種普遍看法，即幸福的新「科學」已經鞏固了北歐社會民主相對於盎格魯－撒克遜(Anglo-Saxon)自由主義的優越性呢？答案是：不。其結果對於「進步人士」及其反對者所確信的東西都同樣具有毀滅性。
兩年前，倫敦經濟學院(London School of Economics)教授、英國上院(House of Lords)議員理查•萊亞德(Richard Layard)對這一新學說進行了精彩、簡短而有影響力的闡述。他解釋道，該學說本身是邊沁(Jeremy Bentham)功利主義的現代化身*。
萊亞德教授的觀點是什麼呢？首先，幸福是人類活動的唯一目標。其次，幸福是可以衡量的。第三，我們知道什麼可以使人幸福和不幸。最後，政府政策的目標應當是實現最大幸福。然後我們就會認識到：「除了富裕和自由外，生命中還有更重要的事情」。
他認為，幸福是正確的目標，「因為它是我們一切動機之所在」。此外，「與其他所有商品都不同，幸福的好處是不言而喻的」。然而，如果犧牲少數人的利益就可以使總體幸福最大化，我們就應當這樣做嗎？如果機器或者毒品導致的幻覺可以使人們幸福，我們就應當逼迫人們去消費它們嗎？如果我們能夠通過基因工程使人類更幸福，我們就應當這樣做嗎？這種新功利主義無法消除這些問題。
然而，不管你是把功利主義當作一種哲學，還是將幸福當作一門嚴密的科學，你仍可以對這一分析得出的廣泛結論加以解釋。
其中最重要的負面結論是，在超過了一定標準之後，額外的財富不會讓我們更幸福。在任何社會，富人往往比窮人更幸福，但說自己非常幸福的人的比例似乎不會隨時間而上升。對此的解釋是，部分原因在於相對地位，部分原因在於我們逐漸習慣于富裕。
正面結論是，我們知道是什麼讓我們幸福：良好的家庭關係；穩定的經濟狀況、工作、可信賴的社團、沒有慢性疼痛和精神疾病、個人自由。相應地，只需要6個因素就可以解釋80%的幸福差異：離婚、失業、對社會中其他成員的信任度、非宗教組織成員、政府品質和對上帝的信仰。
更仔細地考慮一下這些問題吧。首先，分析結果沒有顯示，高福利國家比低福利國家做得好：瑞典人和美國人的幸福程度似乎相同；愛爾蘭人和英國人比法國人、德國人、義大利人、西班牙人和日本人更幸福。從這些證據得出的唯一合理結論是，經濟繁榮的自由民主國家往往比其他社會更幸福。
其次，分析結果不僅僅表明，國內生產總值(GDP)的增長可能不會提升幸福程度。結果還顯示，福利規模的擴大、預期壽命的延長、其他健康指標的改善、婦女從繁重的家務勞動中解放出來、夫妻衝破不幸婚姻的牢籠，這些都沒有能夠提升人們的幸福程度。
因此，受到挑戰的是「現代性」本身，而不僅僅是競爭性的市場經濟。萊亞德教授在談到社團和家庭的衰落以及個人主義、犯罪和電視的興起時，已明確說明瞭這一點。保守者可以讀讀這本書，認同其中的分析，得出與萊亞德教授等優秀社會民主主義者所強調的截然相反的政策結論。
然而，萊亞德教授的結論與這類公認的保守主義者有很大的不同：通過對超出正常水準的活動徵稅來緩和激烈的競爭；加強經濟保障；通過認知療法和現代藥品改善精神健康。
如果認知療法和藥品能有效治療嚴重的精神疾病，那麼它們也許值得推廣。對於經濟學家，最可質疑的是經濟政策。萊亞德教授提出，收入增加是提高地位的一個途徑。但一些人地位的提高總是意味著其他人的地位下降。這就是經濟學家們所說的「外部性」。就像對其他形式的「污染」一樣，對外部性應該徵稅。
對這個問題的一個回答是，西方社會已經對這種行為徵收了重稅。另一個回答是，如果對金錢地位的追求受到阻止，人們將會尋求其他方面的地位（通常是在更具破壞性的領域），權力就是一個特別危險的例子。不過還有一個回答是，地位的不同為何會隨著收入差距的擴大而日益令人困擾，個中的原因非常不明朗。某人是其他人的老闆或者擁有較高的社會地位本身就是一個足夠大的差異。
此外，我們應在多大程度上追求這種與地位相對的東西？為何不取消所有有關出眾表現的指標，從按程度分類到諾貝爾獎(Nobel)？最後，對地位的追求也有正外部性——例如，各種發明，這不是很明顯嗎？
總之，這些要求加大徵稅力度的理由似乎並不充分。萊亞德教授對經濟保障的看法也不那麼正確。儘管在各種看似合理的假設下，提高失業率的政策都對幸福是一種傷害，但我們也毫無理由放棄福利國家最重要的成就：普遍醫療保險、國家資助的教育以及老年保障。
那麼，這種新的分析方法會將我們帶到何處？就個人而言，我認為這種分析的哲學和科學基礎都遠不能令人信服。但即便有人贊同這種分析，其政策含義似乎也遠比社會民主主義者想像的更為模糊。這些結論是對現代性本身的一種攻擊，不僅僅是左翼人士不喜歡的那種現代形式。
我還發現，這幾乎根本不能削弱經典自由主義的核心原則：人們應大體上擁有作出自己選擇的自由，記住自己對他人的責任，除非這些選擇是有害的；國內生產總值不應成為高於一切的政策目標；應做出巨大努力，消除全球的極端貧困；政府應致力於減輕傷害，同時避免增加傷害。但政府不能讓我們幸福。幸福是我們必須為自己追求的東西，但我們可能永遠也找不到它。
*《幸福：新科學的教訓》(Happiness： Lessons from a New Science)，企鵝出版社(Penguin) 2005年出版
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WHY PROGRESSIVE TAXATION IS NOT THE ROUTE TO HAPPINESS
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Happiness is fashionable these days. Yet should we accept the common view that the new “science” of happiness has cemented the superiority of Scandinavian social democracy over Anglo-Saxon liberalism? The answer is: No. The results are just as destructive to the pious certainties of “progressives” as to those of their opponents.

Richard Layard of the London School of Economics and the UK's House of Lords produced an elegant, brief and influential exposition of the new doctrine two years ago. That doctrine itself, as he explains, is a modern reincarnation of Jeremy Bentham's utilitarianism*. 

What is Professor Layard arguing? First, happiness is the sole goal of human activity. Second, happiness is measurable. Third, we know what makes people happy and unhappy. Finally, policy should aim at achieving the greatest happiness. We will then realise that “there is more to life than prosperity and freedom”. 

Happiness is the right goal, he argues, “because it is our overall motivational device”. Moreover, “unlike all other goods, it is self-evidently good”. Yet if aggregate happiness could be maximised at the expense of a minority, should we do it? If machine or drug-induced illusions could make people happy, should we force people to consume them? If we could genetically engineer human beings to be happier, should we do so? The new utilitarianism cannot dispose of such questions. 

Yet whatever one's views on utilitarianism as a philosophy or happiness as an exact science, one can still address the broad conclusions of this analysis. 

Its most important negative conclusion is that, beyond a certain threshold, extra wealth does not make us any happier. In any society, richer people tend to be happier than poorer ones, but the proportion of people saying they are very happy does not seem to rise over time. The explanation for this is partly that relative position matters and partly that we become used to prosperity. 

The positive conclusion is that we know what does make us happy: good family relationships; a sound financial situation, work, a trustworthy community, freedom from chronic pain and mental illness, and personal liberty. Correspondingly, just six factors explain 80 per cent of the variation in reported happiness: divorce, unemployment, the level of trust in other members of society, membership of non-religious organisations, the quality of government, and belief in God.

Consider these points more closely. First, the results do not show that generous welfare states do better than less generous ones: Swedes and Americans seem to be equally happy; the Irish and British are happier than the French, Germans, Italians, Spanish and Japanese. The only reasonable conclusion from the evidence is that prosperous liberal democracies tend to be happier than other societies. 

Second, the results do not merely show that a rising gross national product may fail to raise happiness. They also show that increases in the size of the welfare state, improvements in life expectancy and other measures of health, and the liberation of women from household drudgery and couples from the prisons of unhappy marriage have also failed to increase reported happiness. 

What is under challenge, then, is modernity itself, not a competitive market economy alone. Prof Layard makes that clear in his comments on the decline of community and the family and the rise of individualism, crime and television. A conservative could read this book, agree with the analysis and reach policy conclusions that are almost the polar opposite of those stressed by a good social democrat, such as Prof Layard. 

Prof Layard's conclusions are, however, rather different from those of such a putative conservative: tame the rat race by taxing excessive effort; increase economic security; and promote mental health through cognitive therapy and modern drugs. 

If cognitive therapy and drugs can treat severe mental illness effectively, they seem worth promoting. For the economist, then, it is the economic policies that are most questionable. Prof Layard argues that higher income is a route to higher status. But higher status for some is always lower status for others. So this is what economists call an “externality”. The externality should be taxed, just like any other form of “pollution”. 

One answer to that is that effort is already taxed quite heavily in western societies. Another is that if monetary status is discouraged, people will seek status on other and often more damaging dimensions, power being a particularly dangerous example. Yet another answer is that it is far from obvious why differences in status become increasingly disturbing as income differentials increase. The fact that someone is one's boss or has a more prestigious position in society is a big enough difference on its own. 

Furthermore, how far should we pursue this opposition to status? Why not abolish all indications of superior performance, from classed degrees to Nobel prizes? Finally, is it not evident that the search for status also has positive externalities – innovations of all kinds, for example? 

In all, these arguments for more progressive taxation seem weak. This is less true of what Prof Layard says on economic security. While policies that raise unemployment are harmful to happiness under any plausible assumptions, there is no reason to abandon the welfare state's most important achievements: universal health insurance, state-funded education and security in old age. 

Where, then, does this new line of analysis take us? Personally, I find its philosophical and scientific underpinnings far from persuasive. But even if one goes along with it, the implications for policy seem far more ambiguous than social democrats believe. The findings are an assault on modernity itself, not just the forms of modernity the left dislikes. 

I also see little here to undermine core principles of classical liberalism: people should be largely free to make their own choices, mindful of their obligations to others, except where those choices are harmful; gross domestic product should not be the overriding objective of policy; a big effort should be made to eliminate extreme poverty from the world; and the state should focus on remedying harms, while avoiding adding to them. But governments cannot make us happy. Happiness is something we have to pursue – and perhaps never find – for ourselves. 

Happiness: Lessons from a New Science, Penguin, 2005
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